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Time Spent Viewing Art and Reading Labels

Lisa F. Smith and Jeffrey K. Smith

Pablo P. L. Tinio

University of Otago

Montclair State University

A study conducted at the Metropolitan Museum of Art 15 years ago found that the mean amount of time
visitors spent looking at great works of art was 27.2 s, with the median at 17.0 s and the mode at 10.0 s
(J. K. Smith & Smith, 2001). The study presented here aimed to revisit that study at The Art Institute of
Chicago and expand on it by including a larger sample size, a larger number of artworks from
more-diverse genres and time periods, and separate observations for time spent looking at the artworks
and reading the accompanying labels. As with the original study, the effects of gender, age, and group
size on time spent looking were also examined. The results were remarkably similar to those of the 2001
study, with the mean amount of time spent looking measured at 28.63 s, the median at 21.00 s, and the
mode at 10.00 s. As in the 2001 study, there were no significant effects for gender or age, and there was
a small group size effect for visitors in groups of 3 or more. A noteworthy finding from the current study
was the large percentage of visitors taking what we term arties, that is, selfies taken with the artworks.
Arties were taken at every artwork by visitors regardless of gender, apparent age, or group size. Taken
together, the results demonstrate that the time people spend viewing artworks has not changed much.
What has changed, however, is how they spend that time.
Keywords: time viewing art, time reading labels, museum research, selfies

a painting. They concluded that the collection in a museum, and
not the individual works, was the appropriate unit of analysis for
examining visitors’ viewing behavior.

Some 15 years ago, a study at the Metropolitan Museum of Art,
or the Met, estimated the mean amount of time spent viewing a
great work of art was 27.2 s, with the median amount of time being
17.0 s and the mode being 10.0 s (J. K. Smith & Smith, 2001). This
finding was based on a sample of 150 visitors viewing six works
of art at the Met. In that study, there were no gender or age
differences; however, a difference for group size was reported,
with groups of three visitors spending significantly more time than
did those viewing as singles or in pairs. Perhaps unsurprisingly,
larger works commanded more time than did smaller works. As
part of that study, J. K. Smith and Smith made an analogy of
viewing art to enjoying food: There were those who “sampled” a
painting, those who spent perhaps half a minute to “consume” a
painting, and those who took a minute or more to “savor”

Time Spent Looking at Art as a Variable
Over the years, this study has been cited often but not replicated.
There have been a number of studies across a variety of areas that
have included time spent looking at art as a variable, although
typically it has been used in combination with other factors and not
as a variable of interest on its own. For example, there has been
research examining the relationship between time and the measurement of eye fixations across different genres of art (Heidenreich & Turano, 2011), how time relates to affective evaluations of
art (Heidenreich & Turano, 2011; Locher, 2012; Tinio, 2010), time
spent and museum fatigue (Bitgood, 2009; Höge, 2003), whether
time spent looking at art is affected by label length (L. F. Smith,
Bousquet, Chang, & Smith, 2006), time and the context (laboratory or museum) in which the art is viewed (Brieber, Nadal, Leder,
& Rosenberg, 2014), and the relationship between time and the
social aspects of a museum visit (Tröndle, Wintzerith, Wäspe, &
Tschacher, 2012).
The Tröndle et al. (2012) study examined how time looking at
art was affected by whom a museum visitor was with and whether
there was discussion about the art. They reported a median amount
time of 11 s viewing a work of art in an exhibition comprised of
70 works that depicted a “tour of art history from Impressionism to
contemporary art” (p. 465) but did not comment on this finding in
comparison to the J. K. Smith and Smith (2001) results that
reported a median of 17 s.
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In a study that specifically examined whether there were gender
differences in viewing time, Tröndle, Kirchberg, and Tschacher
(2014), like J. K. Smith and Smith (2001), found no correlation
between gender and viewing time. Finally, in a related but different context, L. F. Smith et al. (2011) reported that the length of
time spent viewing astronomical images online corresponded
closely to the times reported in the J. K. Smith and Smith (2001)
study. Although these studies incorporated time as a variable, and
some used modern methods for tracking time, such as eye movement cameras, none focused on the basic question of how long
people look at art.

Models for Aesthetic Appreciation and Time
A number of recent models have attempted to describe, and understand, the process through which individuals appreciate works of
art and have aesthetic experiences. Each of these models involves a
series of steps, or subcomponents, that are part of the aesthetic
encounter, and these steps take time to experience. This raises the
question of how long it might take for an individual to work through
any one of the models to look at a work of art. Our research speaks to
that issue by gathering empirical data on how long people, in fact,
look at works of art. Here, we offer a brief explanation of each model
and how each relates to time spent looking at art.
The first is a model of aesthetic appreciation and aesthetic judgments (Leder, Belke, Oeberst, & Augustin, 2004). This model provides an information-processing approach that comprises five consecutive stages to describe aesthetic processing when looking at modern
art. The five stages are perception, explicit classification, implicit
classification, cognitive mastering, and evaluation. These stages allow
for some feedback loops. The model also makes a distinction between
aesthetic judgments and aesthetic emotions, thus providing a comprehensive description of the process as it begins with the verge of
perception and ends with the outputs resulting from working through
the stages. In a review of the model a decade after its presentation,
Leder and Nadal (2014) used electrophysiological techniques to break
down the time associated with the stages in the model. They reported
that the first stage, incorporating the initial impression, occurred
approximately 300 ms after stimulus onset. The second stage, involving aesthetic evaluation at a level deeper than the first stage, began at
roughly 600 ms after the presentation of the stimulus. Although Leder
and Nadal did not report the time for the full encounter with the
stimuli used, they called for more research that investigates time
within aesthetic episodes, both for processes of different lengths of
time and for encounters with what they referred to as “whole episodes” (p. 449).
The second model, developed by Locher, Overbeeke, and
Wensveen (2010), also takes an information-processing approach, applying it to aesthetic experiences as they relate to
interactions with design products. Their model allows for a
continuous and dynamic process that makes use of both topdown and bottom-up processing as people interact with a product. It also accounts for sensory-motor–perceptual processes
and people’s cognitive structures. This model suggests that
interactions with works of art would occur in a manner similar
to that for interactions with design products. In terms of time,
Locher et al. pointed out that in addition to background knowledge and prior experiences, the time available to a person will
have an effect on how much attention can be paid to a product,

and the level of that attention can in turn affect the interaction
with that product.
The third model is the mirror model of art, developed by Tinio
(2013). This model, as its name implies, brings together art making
and art viewing such that the stages of each of the two processes
form a mirror image. The art-making process comprises three
components: initialization, expansion and adaptation, and finalizing. The art-viewing process mirrors these stages, moving in
reverse order. Finalizing corresponds to early, automatic processing; expansion and adaptation to intermediate, memory-based processing; and initialization to meaning making, aesthetic judgments,
and aesthetic emotions. This model provides an approach to making sense of aesthetic experiences that takes into account how
art-related knowledge is applied in an interaction with a work of
art and not simply the existence of that knowledge. It also balances
the creative efforts of the artist with the experience of the viewer
to help explain what happens when a person encounters a work of
art. In the mirror model, time might be examined in terms of the
artist, the viewer, and the relationship between the two. For example, is more time spent looking when a work has taken more
time to create or when an artist is known to the viewer compared
to one who is less well known? Time spent looking could also vary
depending on the extent to which a label accompanying a work
emphasizes each of the three components of the model.

The Museum Effect and Time
J. K. Smith (2014) has built on the work of these three models
to look at how people react to art in a museum setting. In a model
called the museum effect, Smith examined how people use art as
a springboard to engage in reflection and contemplation of things
that are important to them in their lives. In the museum effect
model, as individuals progress from work to work within the
museum, they report that they focus their thinking on matters such
as where they are going in their lives, how they relate to others,
and their contributions to greater society. This often happens in a
flow state (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). The museum effect specifically accounts for the finding that people rarely spend more than a
minute on any given work of art. The museum visit as whole, as
opposed to the individual work of art, is taken as the unit of
analysis for this model.

The Current Study
The J. K. Smith and Smith (2001) findings are now 15 years old,
and a number of models have been developed that explicitly or
implicitly involve time spent looking at art as important components. It seems an appropriate time to revisit these findings and to
extend the work started with them. To explore that issue, a study
was conducted at The Art Institute of Chicago, guided by the
following research questions:
1.

How long do visitors view works of art in a museum?

2.

How do gender differences, group size, and age group
affect time spent viewing works of art in a museum?

3.

How does reading the labels that accompany works of art
affect time spent viewing works of art in a museum?

TIME SPENT VIEWING ART AND READING LABELS
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Table 1
Works of Art Observed
n (%)
Observations

Work of art

Artist or location (and date created)

American Gothic
Armor for the Man in the Maximilian Style
Buddha Shakyamuni Seated in Meditation
(Dhyanamudra)
Paris Street, Rainy Day
A Sunday on La Grand Jatte
Bathers by a River

Grant Wood (1930)
Germany (c. 1510/1520, with later additions)
India (Chola period, c. 12th century Tamil
Nadu, Nagapattinam)
Gustav Caillebotte (1877)
Georges Seurat (1884, 1884/1886)
Henri Matisse (March 1909–1910, May–
November 1913, and early spring 1916–
October [?] 1917)
Edward Hopper (1942)
Pablo Picasso (late 1903–early 1904)
Vincent van Gogh (1887)

Nighthawks
The Old Guitarist
Self-Portrait

Method
In April 2015, The Art Institute of Chicago granted permission
for a replication of the J. K. Smith and Smith (2001) study. In
discussions with museum staff prior to data collection, a listing of
potential works of art to observe was generated, and protocols and
procedures for collecting the data were agreed upon. According to
the American Psychological Association (APA) guidelines, ethical
review was not required, due to the unobtrusive nature of the
design (Smith, 2003).

Participants
Three researchers observed a total of 456 visitors as they viewed
works at The Art Institute of Chicago during one week in mid-April
2015. There were 245 female participants (53.7%) and 211 male
participants (46.3). Only those who appeared to be over the age of 18
were selected for observation; estimated ages ranged from 18 to 78,
with a mean age of 39.7 (SD ⫽ 14.0). Group sizes ranged from one
(participant alone) to six, with a median group size of two.

Materials
Nine works of art were used in the study, as shown in Table 1.
Other materials included clipboards to hold pages with blank
tables for completing demographic data (gender, estimated age,
group size), total observation time, time spent reading the label,
and any additional comments or observations. The Art Institute
supplied credentials for the researchers in the form of badges.
Timers on smart phones were used to record the time data.

Procedure
The works for observation were chosen in collaboration with
museum staff. Works were selected on the basis of them being well
known; from prominent artists; and/or representing a variety of
types of works, eras, and genres. In this way, the J. K. Smith and
Smith (2001) study was expanded in scope. A secondary criterion
for selection was accessibility of the works for visitors, to allow
unobtrusive observations. A goal of 50 observations for each work
of art was set.
Each of the three researchers observed visitors to three of the
works. They took positions where they had a clear view of the

50 (11.0)
50 (11.0)
50 (11.0)
50 (11.0)
52 (11.4)
51 (11.2)
50 (11.0)
52 (11.4)
51 (11.2)

works of art, without blocking or being too close to them. They
carried clipboards, pencils, and smart phones and wore identification from The Art Institute.
Participants were chosen for observation if they appeared to be
over 18 years of age and stopped to look at one of the works for
a minimum of 3 s. Participants who simply glanced at a work and
continued on were not retained for the data set. Timing began as
the participant stopped at the work and began to look at it or read
the label. As soon as the data for a given participant were entered
on the protocol, the next participant was selected.
It is interesting to note that less than 1% of the participants or
other visitors asked the researchers what they were doing or
engaged with them in any way.

Results
To begin the data analyses, we created variables for age groups
and group size to match the categories used in the J. K. Smith and
Smith (2001) study. The descriptive statistics for those variables
are shown in Table 2. It is noted that roughly half of the sample
were viewing the works alone, that is, not apparently with another
person, and that approximately two thirds of the sample appeared
to be under the age of 45.
The first research question pertained to how long visitors spend
viewing works of art in a museum. Included in this analysis is the
amount of time spent reading labels (Research Question 3). Table

Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for Age Group and Group Size Variables
Variable and category
Age group (in years)
18–24
25–34
35–44
45–54
55–64
65⫹
Group size
1 (alone)
2
3–6

n

%

47
120
130
66
55
38

10.3
26.3
28.5
14.5
12.1
8.3

225
179
52

49.3
39.3
11.4

SMITH, SMITH, AND TINIO
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Table 3
Descriptive Statistics for Time Data (in Seconds) Across All Works
Time looking at art

Total time

M

SD

Median

M

SD

Median

M

SD

Median

Total samplea (N ⫽ 456)
Read label (n ⫽ 246)
Did not read label (n ⫽ 210)

20.11
17.26
23.46

21.37
15.82
26.08

15.00
13.00
15.00

8.51
15.79

13.32
14.64

2.00
10.00

28.63
33.04
23.46

24.39
21.96
26.08

21.00
30.00
15.00

a
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Time reading label

Variable

The mode was 10.00 s for time looking at art.

3 shows the descriptive statistics related to time spent viewing,
first for the total sample, then for those who were observed reading
the label that accompanied the work, and finally for those who
only looked at the work but did not read the label. Considering the
data for the total sample, the results for the current study (28.63 s)
are similar to those reported by J. K. Smith and Smith (2001;
27.2 s), and the modes are identical (10.00 s).
In the J. K. Smith and Smith (2001) study, the number of people
viewing by time groups was reported. The groupings were 0 –15 s,
16 – 40 s, and 41⫹ s; the ns (%s) were as follows: 0 –15 s, 72
(48.0%); 16 – 40 s, 53 (35.3%); 41⫹ s, 25 (16.7%). In the current
study, the corresponding results were as follows: 0 –15 s, 171
(37.5%); 16 – 40 s, 191 (41.9%); 41⫹ s, 94 (20.6%). The chisquare statistic comparing the results was 2(2, N ⫽ 606) ⫽ 5.20,
p ⫽ .07. Thus, the results are not significantly different, although
one can see a slight trend toward more viewers in the longer
viewing groups.
Research Question 2 asked how gender differences, group size,
and age group affect time spent viewing works of art in a museum.
Again, Research Question 3, regarding how reading the labels that
accompany the works affects time spent viewing, was examined as
part of these analyses. The descriptive statistics for the gender,
group size, and age group variables are reported in Tables 4 – 6.
The tables provide these descriptive statistics across all works,
both for participants who read the label of the work they were
viewing and for those who did not read the label.
The next set of analyses examined differences in viewing behaviors in terms of the individual works of art. The first set of
analyses was a series of chi-square tests to see whether there were
gender, age group, or group size differences in who chose to view
the various works. The chi-square for gender was not significant,
2 (8, N ⫽ 456) ⫽ 5.09, ns. The chi-square for group size was

significant, 2 (16, N ⫽ 456) ⫽ 36.09, p ⬍ .01. For group size,
people visiting in groups of three or more were more likely to view
the Buddha than were the other group sizes and were least likely
to view the Matisse. Visitors who were alone tended not to look at
the Buddha but instead viewed Nighthawks and the Armor. Those
in pairs also tended to look at the Buddha more than the other
works. Although statistically significant, it is noted that the differences among the groups were not large. With regard to age, the
numbers of participants within several of the individual age groups
were too small to successfully run the chi-square, so the age group
variable was reorganized into three groupings: 18 –34 (n ⫽ 167),
35–54 (n ⫽ 196), and 55⫹ (n ⫽ 93). The resulting chi-square was
not statistically significant, 2 (16, N ⫽ 456) ⫽ 20.83, ns. Next,
how time was spent in front of the various works was examined.
Figure 1 shows, for each artwork, the time spent looking at the
work, reading the label, and total time, in seconds. In terms of total
time spent, American Gothic averaged more than did the other
works, although some of that was taken up with reading the label;
the Buddha averaged the least amount of time. By comparison, the
label for American Gothic was similar in length (i.e., the number
of words) to that for Nighthawks, shorter than the label for La
Grande Jatte by almost a third, and longer than the label for
Caillebotte’s Paris Street, Rainy Day by nearly half again.
Next, a multivariate analysis of variance was used to examine
gender, age group, and group size as the independent variables,
with time spent looking at art and time spent reading the labels as
the dependent variables. Using Wilks’s lambda, we found a significant interaction effect for Age Group ⫻ Group Size and a main
effect for age group (see Table 7 and Figures 2 and 3). For both
time spent looking at art and time spent reading the labels, visitors
who were alone and who appeared to be age 65 or older spent more

Table 4
Descriptive Statistics for Time Data (in Seconds) Across All Works by Gender
Time looking at art
Variable and gender
Across all works
Men (n ⫽ 211)
Women (n ⫽ 245)
Read label
Men (n ⫽ 117)
Women (n ⫽ 129)
Did not read label
Men (n ⫽ 94)
Women (n ⫽ 116)

Time reading label

Total time

M

SD

Median

M

SD

Median

M

SD

Median

20.50
19.78

20.78
21.91

15.00
15.00

9.22
7.90

13.52
13.14

2.00
2.00

29.72
27.69

24.15
24.61

22.00
20.00

17.97
16.61

18.69
12.72

13.00
13.00

16.63
15.02

14.38
14.89

12.00
10.00

34.60
31.63

24.17
19.73

30.00
30.00

23.65
23.31

22.82
28.54

16.50
15.00

23.65
23.31

22.82
28.54

16.50
15.00
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Descriptive Statistics for Time Data (in Seconds) Across All Works by Group Size
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Variable and group
size
Across all works
Alone (n ⫽ 225)
2 (n ⫽ 179)
3–6 (n ⫽ 52)
Read label
Alone (n ⫽ 114)
2 (n ⫽ 106)
3–6 (n ⫽ 26)
Did not read label
Alone (n ⫽ 111)
2 (n ⫽ 73)
3–6 (n ⫽ 26)

Time looking at art

Time reading label

Total time

M

SD

Median

M

SD

Median

M

SD

Median

17.94
21.41
25.07

15.66
28.82
20.88

15.00
15.00
19.50

8.88
8.37
7.40

13.93
12.67
13.02

1.00
2.00
0.50

28.82
29.79
32.46

20.50
28.00
26.19

20.00
24.00
21.00

15.77
16.79
25.65

16.03
13.18
21.88

10.00
13.00
20.50

17.53
14.14
14.81

15.22
13.77
15.22

15.00
7.00
7.00

33.31
30.93
40.46

22.97
18.31
29.26

29.50
31.50
37.50

20.16
28.12
24.46

15.01
38.06
20.25

15.00
15.00
18.00

20.16
28.12
24.46

15.01
38.06
20.25

15.00
15.00
18.00

ers have noted informally in other research (see J. K. Smith, 2014).
First they looked at the art briefly, then read the label, and then
glanced back at the art before moving along. In other words, they
spent most of their time with the label, not the work.
With the advent of smart phones (new since the J. K. Smith &
Smith, 2001 study), it is perhaps not surprising that visitors took
pictures of the art and/or the labels. What was striking, however,
was the number of visitors who took “selfies” with the art. On the
first day of the data collection, after approximately 100 observations had been completed, we gathered to compare progress. We
all commented on the selfie phenomenon and coined the term
arties to denote a selfie taken at a work of art. From that point, we
decided to track the number of arties. We recorded 123 visitors
taking pictures with the art, or approximately 35% arties, from the
remaining 356 observations. Eleven visitors also took pictures of
the label accompanying the art. In the case of the Buddha, it was

time than did those in other age groups or group size configurations.
Table 8 shows the results of the univariate versions of this
analysis for the between-subjects effects for gender, age group,
and group size, with time looking and time reading the label as the
dependent variables. The only significant result was an interaction
effect for Age Group ⫻ Group Size. This interaction effect is
shown in Figures 2 and 3, where it can be seen that those in the
65⫹ age group who were visiting in group sizes of three or more
spent more time than did the other age groups– group sizes.
As the researchers were conducting their observations, they also
noted behaviors of the visitors such as whether they had an
audioguide or engaged in discussion with another visitor. Over the
nine works of art, 48 pairs or groups of visitors engaged in a
discussion about the work; only five had audioguides. A total of 64
visitors engaged in an interesting viewing pattern that the research-

Table 6
Descriptive Statistics for Time Data (in Seconds) Across All Works by Age Group
Variable and age
group
Across all works
18–24 (n ⫽ 47)
25–34 (n ⫽ 120)
35–44 (n ⫽ 130)
45–54 (n ⫽ 66)
55–64 (n ⫽ 55)
65⫹ (n ⫽ 38)
Read label
18–24 (n ⫽ 25)
25–34 (n ⫽ 61)
35–44 (n ⫽ 71)
45–54 (n ⫽ 31)
55–64 (n ⫽ 29)
65⫹ (n ⫽ 29)
Did not read label
18–24 (n ⫽ 22)
25–34 (n ⫽ 59)
35–44 (n ⫽ 59)
45–54 (n ⫽ 35)
55–64 (n ⫽ 26)
65⫹ (n ⫽ 9)

Time looking at art

Time reading label

Total time

M

SD

Median

M

SD

Median

M

SD

Median

19.74
24.81
17.93
19.19
19.89
18.21

20.52
31.77
13.95
19.33
11.81
14.91

15.00
15.00
13.00
15.00
15.00
16.50

7.70
7.79
8.88
6.32
9.45
13.03

12.41
13.36
13.13
10.72
14.56
16.45

2.00
1.00
2.00
0.00
2.00
7.00

27.45
32.20
26.81
26.14
27.35
31.24

22.83
32.49
19.16
23.27
18.84
21.15

20.00
22.00
21.50
17.50
20.00
26.50

17.48
16.56
16.10
24.10
16.55
14.76

15.28
16.31
12.31
26.23
10.93
11.07

15.00
12.00
12.00
15.00
16.00
10.00

14.48
15.33
16.25
13.45
17.93
17.07

13.90
15.38
14.00
12.25
15.86
16.92

5.00
10.00
12.00
5.00
12.00
10.00

31.96
31.89
32.35
37.55
34.48
31.83

19.79
22.05
20.19
28.87
20.67
21.69

25.00
26.00
32.00
34.00
30.00
28.00

22.32
32.53
20.14
16.03
19.39
29.33

25.34
40.78
15.53
8.71
12.78
20.40

13.50
20.00
15.00
15.00
15.00
25.00

22.32
32.53
20.14
16.03
19.39
29.33

25.34
40.78
15.53
8.71
12.78
20.40

13.50
20.00
15.00
15.00
15.00
25.00
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Figure 1. Looking at works of art, reading their labels, and total time in seconds by work of art. Error bars
indicate standard error of the means. Open circles indicate outliers. Asterisks indicate extreme outliers.

also popular to pose like the Buddha and have a friend take a
picture. In one case, two female visitors who appeared to be in
their 20s traveled around one of the galleries taking selfies with
each work in turn but did not actually look at any of the works.
They were not included in the data set, because they did not meet
the minimum 3-s criterion. Such behavior was observed with
others, although not in such an extreme form.

Discussion
This study set out to replicate the J. K. Smith and Smith (2001)
study, “Spending Time on Art,” in The Art Institute of Chicago.
Compared to the original study, the current research comprised a
larger sample size, more works of art across more diverse genres
and time periods, and observations made separately for time spent
looking at the works of art and time spent reading their labels. The

Table 7
Multivariate Analysis With Gender, Age Group, and Group Size
as Independent Variables and Time Looking and Time Reading
the Label as Dependent Variables
Source

Wilks’s 

Gender
Age group
Group size
Gender ⫻ Age Group
Gender ⫻ Group Size
Age Group ⫻ Group Size
Gender ⫻ Age Group ⫻
Group Size

.999
.944
.992
.994
.995
.897
.948

Error df

p

2p

0.19 2
2.46 10
0.86 4
0.26 10
0.51 4
2.34 20

420
840
840
840
840
840

.83
⬍.01
.49
.99
.73
⬍.01

.001
.028
.004
.003
.002
.053

1.27 18

840

F

df

.20 .027

overarching research question was whether the amount of time that
people spend viewing great works of art had changed over nearly
15 years, and if so, how.
The main finding from this research was that, in fact, the
average amount of time had not significantly changed. The original
(J. K. Smith & Smith, 2001) findings reported a mean amount of
time of 27.2 s (SD ⫽ 33.7); for the current study this was 28.63 s
(SD ⫽ 24.39). The medians were also comparable, at 17 s in the
2001 study and 21 s in the current study; the modes were identical
across the studies, at 10.00 s. Results similar to those in the 2001
study were obtained in terms of there being no gender differences,
no age group differences, and a small group size effect for those
who were in groups of three or more.
The marked difference between the two studies was the introduction of arties in the current study, that is, the taking of selfies
with the works of art. Arties were observed at each of the works,
without discrimination in gender, age, or group size. We can
speculate on the why of this behavior, but absent any input from
the individuals themselves, we cannot make any definite conclusions about it. Perhaps some wanted to amortize their visit; taking
a picture would allow for continued enjoyment of the experience
once the visitor was back home. Perhaps taking arties was an
inexpensive way around buying a catalog, with the added bonus
of having oneself in the picture. For some, we suspect that the
arties went onto social media, with a “look where I was” type
of message. In any case, it seems that the categories of sampling, consuming, and savoring the works of art, as described in
the original study (J. K. Smith & Smith, 2001), need to be
expanded to include a term for the arties. So, what to call this
new category? It seems that individuals want to quickly “consume” the work without actually engaging (much) in its content.
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Figure 2. Interaction effect for age group (in years) and time spent (in seconds) looking at the works of art.

That is, they seem to take it in quickly and then move on to the
next work. To borrow popular vernacular, we label that “scarfing” the art. Arties, therefore, seem to be a way to consume
without engaging.

Next, we maintain J. K. Smith and Smith’s (2001) conclusion
that the collection in a museum, and not its individual works,
should be the unit of analysis. Large museums or exhibitions of
large collections may actually encourage less time being spent

Figure 3. Interaction effect for age group (in years) and time spent (in seconds) reading the labels on works
of art.
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Table 8
Between-Subjects Effects for Gender, Age Group, and Group Size, With Time Looking and Time
Reading the Label as Dependent Variables
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Source and dependent variable
Gender
Time looking
Time label
Age group
Time looking
Time label
Group size
Time looking
Time label
Gender ⫻ Age Group
Time looking
Time label
Gender ⫻ Group Size
Time looking
Time label
Age Group ⫻ Group Size
Time looking
Time label
Gender ⫻ Age Group ⫻ Group Size
Time looking
Time label
Error
Time looking
Time label
Total
Time looking
Time label
Corrected total
Time looking
Time label
Note.

SS

df

MS

F

p

2p

160.31
0.19

1
1

160.31
0.19

0.37
0.001

.55
.97

.001
⬍.001

4,968.87
2,234.33

5
5

993.77
446.87

2.27
2.60

.05
.03

.026
.030

1,189.06
107.14

2
2

594.53
53.57

1.36
0.31

.26
.73

.006
.001

383.45
281.73

5
5

76.69
56.35

0.18
0.33

.97
.90

.002
.004

269.17
246.65

2
2

134.58
123.32

0.31
0.72

.74
.49

.001
.003

12,164.00
3,342.96

10
10

1,216.40
334.30

2.78
1.95

⬍.01
.04

.062
.044

3,290.95
2,715.19

9
9

365.66
301.69

0.84
1.76

.58
.07

.018
.036

183,970.18
72,276.60

421
421

436.98
171.68

392,338.00
113,819.00

456
456

207,852.07
80,753.89

455
455

SS ⫽ sum of squares; MS ⫽ mean squares.

before any individual work of art. The reality is, if faced with only
a finite amount of time and hundreds or even thousands of works
in a great museum or a large collection, choices must be made. For
a visitor from out of town, who might be having a once in a
lifetime visit to one of the world’s great museums, the need to see
as much as possible may preclude the ability to spend time contemplating a few works. Having said that, museum educators
might encourage visitors to take some time with a few works, in
order to see more in those works and perhaps increase their
affective response and comprehension of what the artist was trying
to communicate. It would be interesting to conduct a study in
which visitors were randomly assigned to spend varying amounts
of time on a few works of art and to then compare their responses
to those works.
As with any study, this research was not without its limitations.
Despite a larger sample size and more works compared to those in
the J. K. Smith and Smith (2001) study, it must be remembered
that the data were based on unobtrusive observations and not
collected under controlled conditions. The museum, happily, was
well attended, too. It is possible that visitors chose not to wait to
get closer to a particular work of art to spend more time with it, or
perhaps they became impatient with looking over the heads of
other visitors. We also cannot be certain whether the age and group
size variables were accurate estimates.
Future studies might examine different types of museums or
other venues with exhibitions. We would expect that a smaller

museum or an exhibition with a limited number of works would
encourage longer amounts of time spent on individual pieces.
Indeed, Brieber et al. (2014) found such an effect in their research.
Again, affective reactions and connecting with the works or the
artists might be different in those situations, compared to visiting
a large museum. For now, we conclude with noting that the time
spent on art reported by J. K. Smith and Smith (2001) seems to be
a robust finding for large art museums and that Picasso, Hopper,
and the Buddha are trending.
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